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POWER STORIES
Mythical Tales of Personal Power at Work

Power Stories are intended to amuse you. They can also teach you. Many of you 
deal every day with the ups and downs of the work world. Surviving these ups and 
downs is easier when you look through the lens of personal power at work. What is 
that lens? It is when you see your work world as a cast of characters and situations 
specially designed to challenge you and to help you learn and grow.

Power Stories are filled with characters and situations you may recognize. Enjoy them. 
Learn from them. And most importantly, use them to understand how power in 
the workplace operates. Let me know what you think of these Power Stories. Send 
me your Power Stories. I look forward to hearing from you!

Ann Vanino
Ann Vanino Coaching
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JANE AND THE APPLE TREE

Jane sips a cappuccino in the kitchen of her new Manhattan apartment, and mar-
vels at her view across the Hudson River. Just 3 months ago she graduated from 
college and today she starts a new job with one of the most respected management 
consulting firms in New York. What a wonderful opportunity -the sky’s the limit!  
Smiling, she finishes her coffee and thinks life couldn’t be better.

After her subway ride, Jane enters the lobby of her new firm. Her eyes take in the 
mahogany walls and luxurious furniture. The managing partner greets her and shows 
her to her new office.  She looks around; the office is more of a closet than an office. 
This is not what she envisioned. She thinks, that’s okay I have to start somewhere. 

On her second day at work, Jane meets with her boss, Mike. He tells her she will 
go to Milwaukee for 3 months to work on a litigation research project. Jane is 
disappointed. She wants to be in New York, where the action is. She thinks, that’s 
okay I’m ready to get into my work. 

Jane sits at her desk in Milwaukee. She and two other young associates spend 8 
hours a day reviewing and summarizing legal documents. It can be tiresome at 
times and is not particularly challenging. She thinks that’s okay I still work for a 
prestigious firm and am making great money. Jane jumps into her work. She gives 



her best and sets a standard of excellence.

After 3 months, Mike calls Jane and asks her to stay on with the project for another 
3 months. He is very pleased with the work she is doing and tells her so. Jane wants 
to get back to New York City and have more challenging assignments. Again she 
thinks, that’s okay my boss is happy and I’m making it in a top firm.

 On one of her trips back to Manhattan, Jane has dinner with Cliff, a friend she 
went to school with. They both received offers from the firm and accepted them. 
Cliff tells Jane he too is working on litigation research in the New York office. He’s 
been assigned a mentor and is told he has a bright future with the firm. He has been 
named to a committee of young associates who give their views and feedback to 
management on various topics. Jane looks at her own situation and feels let down. 
She thinks that’s okay, I’ll work harder.

A year passes. Jane is now working in the Manhattan office. Her boss, Mike, gives 
her a good performance review and says she is doing excellent work on the litiga-
tion research team. During the review, Jane tells Mike she has not found a lot of 
challenge in her job. Mike tells her she should be patient - we all have to pay our 
dues and spend time in the trenches. Jane is devastated. The writing is on the wall. 
This job is not going to give her the opportunities she once envisioned.

 One Saturday afternoon, Jane visits friends in Vermont. Sitting under an apple 



tree, she starts thinking about her situation at work. A gentle breeze blows through 
her hair. She hears someone whisper her name: “Jane”.  She looks around, but no 
one is there. The breeze comes again. Jane hears “Learn from the apple tree.” Jane 
can’t believe it, but the tree is talking to her. The tree says, “The apples depend on 
nurturing from nature. They need the sun, the rain, and the soil.  If the tree is not 
nurtured, the apples wither and fall. Is your job nurturing you?”

Jane is stunned by this message. To be honest, she 
feels like one of the brown apples on the tree. Her 
self-confidence and enthusiasm have faded, her mind 
is not challenged, and she has lost her shine. What has 
happened? She realizes she has not been nurtured at 
work.  She has put her all into her projects and is just 
placated by her boss. She has not been fed with chal-
lenge or variety and the future is undefined. She stops and thinks that’s not okay.

Jane decides that she will find another job where she is nurtured.  Her dreams will 
come true. She will restore her luster and value who she is.



TOMMY AND THE DRAGON

Tommy hears the shrill ring of his alarm and pulls the covers over his head. He 
slowly gets out of bed and into the shower. As he walks downstairs, tie in hand, he 
hears his wife and children laughing at his youngest son’s newest joke. He smiles. 
He wouldn’t mind staying home and enjoying his family. He dreads the day that 
is before him. It wasn’t always this way. He loved his job when he started out, but 
now the stress of working for a government agency, frequently criticized and always 
under-funded, has taken away the joy in his work. 

The job has taken a toll on Tommy. He works long hours, has gained weight and 
deals with physical ailments resulting from stress. He gets cranky with his family 
too often. His brain is going dull and his cynicism is building. What is he to do?

Tommy is the first to tell you nothing can be done. He has a family to support 
and kids to put through college. Finding a job in this economy isn’t easy, and he is 
well along to a good pension for his retirement.  So, there. He has nowhere to go.

One night Tommy has a dream. In the dream, a dragon comes to him and says 
“Whoa boy what are you doing with your life?” Tommy says to the dragon “What 
do you mean?” The dragon replies, “Your dreams have disappeared, your body is 



old, and your spirit is gone”. “But”, Tommy says, “I grew up, I have responsibilities, 
I have a family to care for, and it’s a cold, hard world. So there. The dragon replies 
“It’s only a cold world, Tommy, if you let your inner flame die out. Come with me.” 

The dragon asks Tommy to jump on his back and they begin to fly. After a few 
miles, the dragon lands on a field before the highest and strongest wall that Tommy 
has ever seen. The dragon tells Tommy that a world of happiness and prosperity 
wait for him just beyond that wall. Oh great, Tommy thinks I’ll never make it over 
that wall. He begins to plan. In ten years, he may be able to save enough money to 
buy a crane to lift him over the wall. That’s what he’ll do, he’ll have to work more 
overtime and he’ll get there. Or, maybe a genie will come and grant him three wishes. 
Will the dragon help him? “No”, the dragon says, “you have to figure this out for 
yourself ”. Tommy is dejected. 
How can he ever get over the 
wall? Tommy falls asleep in the 
field. He is exhausted.

In the middle of the night, a 
huge storm arises. Tommy is 
frightened. He runs closer to 
the wall for shelter. As he ap-
proaches the wall, something 
seems strange. From afar, the 



wall looked like it was made of stone. As he gets closer, he sees it is not stone at 
all. He touches it. It is a paper wall! All of a sudden he hears the dragon laugh. 
Tommy takes a knife and cuts a space through the wall. On the other side, life is 
glorious! His family is there. He runs to them. 

Tommy wakes from the dream with a start. What does the dream mean? Tommy 
laughs. Is the wall he built of reasons why he could not leave his job really made 
of paper? Is the life he wants possible? Yes, he thinks, I only have to walk through 
my wall of excuses to the other side. So there!     



MICHAEL AND THE FLYING HORSE

Michael rolls out from under a car, wrench in hand. He looks around the auto body 
shop and daydreams about next Saturday’s race. Suddenly, he is brought back by 
the voice of his boss asking him what’s up. Michael quickly recovers and discusses 
the source of the car’s transmission trouble. 

 All of Michael’s leisure time and extra money goes into his race car. Weekends he 
is on the racing circuit. He loves the preparation, traveling to neighboring towns, 
and the thrill of the race. He has had several wins and is proud of his accomplish-
ments. Of one thing he is sure, he wants racing to be a bigger part of his life.

Michael has a dream to go professional on the racing circuit. But, to do that is a 
huge leap. He will need sponsors, a crew, promotion, and time. Michael cannot 
see a way to do it.  There are the realities of food, clothing, and shelter. He needs 
his job. Michael doesn’t think that life can be magical.

One night, after winning a race, Michael is having a beer with his friend and mentor, 
Mel. Mel tells him that with his talent, he should move to the next level in racing. 
Mel is a retired race car mechanic who has seen the top of the racing profession. 
He tells Michael that the main ingredient for success is passion. Michael certainly 
has a passion for cars, but can he be passionate about doing what it takes to make 
his dreams a reality?



Michael tells Mel that going professional is not possible. He has to support himself. 
He has the passion for racing, but where would he get funding or the business 
know-how to proceed?  Michael cannot see a way to do it.  Michael’s dreams are 
being buried in everyday realities.

One day, Michael is daydreaming again at work. He looks up at an antique gas 
station sign with a red flying horse logo.  He hears a voice coming from the sign. 
The voice says, “I am a flying horse. Follow your dreams, Michael. Magic does 
exist.  ” Michael thinks he is losing his mind. The voice is gone. 

Michael decides to give it a try. He prepares a press packet, with the help of the 
local newspaper that has been following his racing for years. He and Mel create 
a budget for the funding he will need. At his next race, he approaches advertisers 
and tells them of his plans. Some are excited and agree to give him a few thousand 
dollars. But, the sponsorships he gets are not near enough to take him where he 
wants to go. See, Michael thinks, it’s not possible. I tried.

Months later, returning from a weekend race, Michael is at a gas station in the 
middle of nowhere.  He sees a flying horse sign and remembers what he heard. He 
wonders if life really can be magical. Michael doesn’t want to give up. He will keep 
trying. At that moment, he turns and sees a man looking at his race car. It is Joe 
Gibbs, coach of the Washington Redskins football team and stock car owner.  He 



asks Michael several questions about his racing. Joe 
saw Michael win the race and believes he has talent. 
He gives Michael his card and asks him to call him 
next week about a possible sponsorship. 

Michael can’t believe what is happening. Can his 
dream be coming true? He is so excited. He looks 
up at the red flying horse sign. Yes, life can be magi-
cal he thinks, if you have the passion to follow your 
dreams.



PRISCILLA’S GIFT

Priscilla looks up at the store window. It is beautifully decorated with a fairytale 
story of a girl who becomes a princess. She wishes she were an important person 
and thinks of the beautiful dresses she makes every day as a seamstress for a major 
couture designer. Priscilla’s job can be routine, but she loves the fabrics and designs 
she works with. She often daydreams about where the dresses she sews are worn. 

Priscilla wants to make a difference in the world. She wonders how this is possible 
in her current life. Sometimes it gets her down. All day she is sewing, then she 
goes home to quiet evenings, and then back to work again. How can she make a 
difference? One day, riding home on the subway, Priscilla gives a few dollars to 
a homeless man. He is so grateful to her for the food the money will buy him. 
Priscilla thinks about the experience.  Didn’t she make a difference for this man? 
What else could she do? 

Priscilla thinks about her life. She is a seamstress and has a simple existence. What 
is this desire within her? Priscilla realizes that she wants to be heard. She has ideas, 
but nowhere to bring them. Her bosses want her to sew and make their deadlines. 
She knows she has more to offer. 
For several years, Priscilla has been writing down her ideas on fashion design tech-



niques. She has identified efficiencies that would save time in production and make 
a better product. They are simple techniques. They would make a difference. But 
how could she introduce them? She has little interaction with her bosses and they 
are not interested in what she has to say.

One night, Priscilla stays a little later than usual at work and goes over her ideas. 
She keeps them in a yellow journal. Actually, they are pretty good, if she says so 
herself. She starts putting some numbers down of the time and money that could 
be saved through her design techniques. On her subway ride home, she daydreams 
about a life of significance, where she really matters.

That evening, she sees the homeless man that she gave money to. He smiles at her 
and hands her a book. Its title is Small Things Matter.  Priscilla is touched by the 
gesture and falls asleep that night while reading the book. Getting ready for work 
the next morning, Priscilla realizes, with a start, that last night she left her yellow 
journal out on her desk. She is dismayed. What if someone picks it up and reads it 
or worse yet, throws it away? She rushes to work to find it. When she arrives at work, 
it is no longer on her desk. Oh no, she will be so embarrassed if someone reads her 
insignificant musings. She has to begin work, so she puts it out of her mind, still 
with a queasy feeling in her stomach. Priscilla feels so foolish. Why did she even 
spend time with it last night? It doesn’t matter and now who knows where it is.
Late in the day, Priscilla is asked to come to the boss’s office. Her boss invites her 
to sit down. He tells her that early this morning management conducted a security 



drill. He was responsible for an area that included her workstation. For an hour he 
sat around glued to his post with little to do. While in the area, he saw the yellow 
journal on her desk. He picked it up and began to read it. He is sorry for snooping, 
but is glad he did. Priscilla’s ideas are fabulous and could bring the company to the 
next level. Priscilla has a gift for developing design techniques.

That day, her boss had shown her ideas to the higher ups. They liked them and 
will begin this month instituting some of 
them. They will give her a bonus based on 
the money that is saved. Priscilla is stunned. 
She says thank you and stumbles out of the 
office. On her ride home, Priscilla thinks 
of what has happened. She has made a dif-
ference. 

After dinner, she returns to reading the 
book the homeless man gave her. She reads 
a passage that says: “Each person has his or 
her own, unique gift. Your responsibility is to believe in yourself and bring your 
gift, no matter how big or small, to the world. This makes the difference between 
a life of little consequence and a life worth living. The world is better for every gift 
that is brought forth.”



Priscilla is happy. She can make a difference in the world. She is an important 
person.

This power story is dedicated to the memory of Jillian Alexander 1966 - 2006



JONI’S FOREST

Joni rushes out of an elevator onto the street. She raises her hand to hail a cab. Joni 
loves her job as an analyst at an investment banking firm. Her work is fast-paced 
and challenging. She is forever on the go. Joni is on her way to a meeting with the 
major partners in her firm. She arrives at the meeting and senses a somber mood. 
The partners discuss the downturn in the stock market, and how the firm will 
respond to it. Joni is disturbed. She does not agree with some of the choices her 
firm has made. She feels that the partners are making their customers take a back 
seat to profit. 

As time goes on, Joni finds it harder and harder to go to work in the morning.  She 
feels constrained by the firm’s new policies. She does her best to serve her custom-
ers and honor her values, but it is getting harder. Joni increases her workout time 
and tries new techniques to reduce her stress. Her saving grace is that Joni has a 
hideaway.  Five years ago, Joni bought a cabin in the mountains. It is in a forest 
and she has never loved or needed it more than now. She can escape from the pres-
sures of her work there. 

Joni finds herself living for her trips to the forest. She daydreams about being there 
and even tries to figure a way she can live there year-round.  She speaks with some 
of her friends about her plan. Joni’s friends think she is crazy. They tell her they 



can’t believe she would be happy away from the city and her work. Joni says her 
work would be easy to leave. Her friends suggest that she look at changing her 
work then, not changing her whole existence.

Joni thinks about her friends’ advice. She will give it some thought this weekend at 
the cabin. On Saturday, Joni takes a long walk through the forest. She is renewed and 
invigorated. Sitting near a blazing fire, Joni picks up a book that her niece left the 
last time she visited. The book is titled The Wood Nymph. Joni drifts off into a nap. 
In a haze, she sees the wood nymph in the story come to life. It is a magical being. 

The wood nymph begins to talk to Joni.  It asks her what she is hiding from. What 
is so terrifying about her life that she has to run away? Joni replies that nothing is 
terrifying; she is experiencing a lot of stress and comes to the cabin to relax. The 
wood nymph laughs and asks her to think again. Joni is living only for her week-
ends. She is not present at work and is allowing her displeasure at work to rule her 
life. She is afraid to deal with what is making her unhappy and is paying a price 
for her choice. Does Joni want to live her life in reaction to her work situation or 
live her life for her own happiness?

As Joni awakens, she thinks of the wood nymph’s message. Is she really hiding from 
her life? She knows what is making her unhappy. Maybe she is hiding. She is not 
trying to change her work; instead she is running from it and finding refuge in her 
cabin.  Joni is not facing the reality of her life in the present moment. It is only 



from the present moment that she can make meaningful change.

Joni goes back to her friends and talks with them about her life. She realizes that 
work is taking a toll on her. She is using her cabin as a way to escape her present 
reality. Joni doesn’t know quite how she’ll do it, but she resolves to leave her job 
and find work that fulfills her. Joni will live her life fully and freely. She will not 
be bound by situations that constrain her. 

Joni returns the book to her niece. She tells her niece that the wood nymph is very 
wise. Her niece says, “I know Aunt Joni, fairies tell us how to be happy.”



GEORGE AND THE TRIANGLE HARNESS

George watches a brilliant crimson sunset. It is the end of a satisfying day. He 
loves his farm and the life he has created. He never wants to leave it. It is right for 
him. Each day he tends his crops and cares for his chickens, cows, and pigs. In the 
spring and summer, he has a roadside stand to sell his fresh eggs and vegetables. 
Amherst Dairies buys his cows’ milk.  His life is good.

In the past few years, things have begun to change in the areas surrounding the 
farm. More people are moving from the city to the country. New housing devel-
opments are going up. There are a lot more people and cars. George resists facing 
these new realities. He preserves his farm and way of life as best he can.  He sees 
what is happening around him, but convinces himself that he does not have to 
pay attention.  He has his way of life and it is good. He owns the land and no one 
can take it away. It doesn’t affect him. He will be fine. Who cares what goes on 
outside the farm? 

One day, a man comes to George’s farm and asks if he can talk with him. George 
invites him in. The man’s name is John. He represents Broadway Development 
Corporation and wants to know if George will sell his farm so that more houses 
can be built. This upsets George and he says he will never sell his farm and John is 
wasting his time by asking. John leaves, telling him he could make a lot of money 



and have more than enough to buy a farm in another area. This is all very upsetting 
for George. He returns to his work. The cows have to be milked.

The next week, the purchasing manager of Amherst Dairies visits George. He tells 
George that the company has decided to move to another state. Their operations 
have become very expensive as the area has become more populated. There are 
more regulations and not much room for expansion. They will leave in six months. 
George is stunned. What is happening?

George sits down at the entrance to his barn. He’ll find a way to survive. Nothing 
can make him leave his farm. He looks up at the barn wall. Hanging on the wall is 
an old harness for the bull to pull the plow. It was his father’s and his grandfather’s 
before him. It is in the shape of a triangle. George feels as if his own head is in the 
harness. What will he do?

All of a sudden, the triangle falls from the wall and lands on George’s head. He is 
knocked unconscious. An hour or so later John returns to the farm to talk with 
George some more. He sees George lying on the barn floor and calls an ambulance. 
John stays at the hospital until George comes to.  George’s doctor says that, after a 
short recovery, he will be fine. John drives George back to the farm. 

George invites John in for a cup of coffee and thanks him for his kindness. George 
tells John he does not know what to do. John tells him that he must look honestly at 



the situation he is in. George is living in a fantasy, pretending 
that nothing has changed. This does not serve George. In a 
way, John says, George has created his own triangle harness. 
On one side is the development going on around him and his 
refusal to see its implications. On another side is the pending 
move of Amherst Dairies. The base of the triangle harness 
is made up of George’s refusal to acknowledge and accept 
change. This harness is preventing George from doing what is in his best interest.

Later that evening, George is alone and thinks about what John said. He vows to 
do his best to find a way to create a new life. George realizes he has to accept that 
change is occurring and act on it.

A week later, George is back at work on the farm. A man drives up and introduces 
himself as Tom, from Broadway Development Corporation. He has come to tell 
George that they would like to buy his farm. George says he has already spoken to 
John and he is thinking about it. Tom is puzzled. There is no John at Broadway. 
This is the first time they have contacted George. Who could John have been?

George smiles and knows that magic is afoot. He is grateful that his eyes are now 
open.



The End
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About You

You are a treasure and have gifts to give the world that are uniquely your own. 
As you “awaken” to what you really want and who you really are, your life can 
change in marvelous ways. Awakening asks for your courage, strength and 
commitment and returns to you happiness, fulfillment and adventure. Are 
there things about your current life that discourage you? Have you wanted 
to leave conformity behind and create a new life? Do you have whispers of 
a better life calling you?

Ann’s work is all about you – about collaborating with you to create a life 
that is fulfilling and brings your gifts out in the world. Your journey with 
Ann can be one of exploration, challenge and positive change!

More about Ann: AnnVanino.com/about/.
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Do you want to work happy? 
It’s not a pipe dream, but it is something each individual has to 
consciously pursue and create. 

Ann’s monthly Working Happy Newsletter guides you to work 
that leaves you happy at the end of the day. 

Each issue gives you:

INSIGHTS: Detailed insight and guidance

ACTIONS: Steps you can take to get results

TIPS:  Key points to guide you forward in your goals

WHAT’S UP FOR YOU?:  Answers to reader questions

A VISUAL TREAT: A video, infographic, slide share or other presentation 

Go ahead! Start on your way to Working Happy!

Subscribe: www.annvanino.com/newsletter

http://annvanino.com/newsletter

